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Abstract 
Present day realities which are becoming increasingly complex, multimodal and virtual require Net Geners to employ a 
combination of linguistic, visual, audio, spatial, and gestural communicative modes. The scholarly push towards research on 
the use of multimodality in higher learning institutions has revealed that multimodal tools set affective challenges, varying 
degrees of motivation and anxiety on the undergraduates. In addressing these challenges, this study investigates the 
deployment of multimodal tools among 50 mechanical engineering undergraduates in a technical university. The multimodal 
parameters that encompass this study include media (screen), mode (speech and writing) and semiotic resources (fonts). The 
instruments that were used for data collection in the study are survey questionnaire and focused-group interviews. Findings 
reveal that blogs, social networking sites, discussion boards, Google docs, Learning Management System and chat tools are 
the favorites among the majority of the respondents as opposed to Wikis, Podcast, and Skype. In addition, multimodal 
activities like creating animation, editing audio and video as well as Desktop Publishing Programs are not popular among the 
undergraduates. Interview results confirm that these activities are lowly utilized due to a combination of factors like the lack 
of facilities, time, skill and a classroom ecology that does not create a necessity for the utilization of those tools. 
Unquestionably, the results indicate that it is the onus of the educators to provide the Net Geners with the opportunities to 
utilize this new democratic learning space to its full potential. This kind of learning space indeed empowers them to be 
autonomous learners who play an active role in shaping their own learning rather than being passive recipients of knowledge. 
 
© 2013 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia. 
Keywords: deployment; multimodal tools; Net Geners; avatars; multiliterate 
 
* Indra Devi, S. Tel.: 016-6484631; fax: 06-3316911 
E-mail address: indradevi@utem.edu.my 
   t ors. Published by Elsevier Ltd.
l ti   eer-revie  under responsibility of Universiti Kebangsaan Mal ysia.
95 S. Indra Devi et al. /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  118 ( 2014 )  94 – 101 
 
1. Introduction 
The crashing pace of progress in today’s technologically dominated world or the so-called cyber world 
together with the ‘emerging global economy and pressing economic climate demands for graduates who are 
highly skilled’ (Yusoff & Indra Devi, 2012). The graduates of the millennium are required to be well-equipped 
not only with basic literacy skills or print skills but also with multiple literacies which draw on a range of 
knowledge to make meaning of the linguistic, audio and visual representation created by new technologies 
(Barone & Morrow, 2003). Multiple literacies, or multiliteracies, is a term that was initially coined by The New 
London Group (1996) to address a need for literacy learning which is inextricably connected to technologies 
available at that time and to acknowledge the fact that new communication medium are reshaping the way we use 
language. They also advocate that learning environments need to engage students in a wide range of literacy 
practices that are creative, cognitively challenging and that bring together text-based and multimedia forms of 
meaning making.  
 
Besides affirming that multiliteracy is linked to the concept of multimodality which refers to the combination 
of different semiotic modes, for example, language, image and music in a communicative artifact or event, Van 
Leeuwen (2005) adds that all new communication technologies are multimodal as they combine audio, print, 
image and interactivity, and multimodal texts incorporate textual, visual and aural elements in which meaning is 
usually communicated through the vehicle of computer technology. These include websites, blogs, podcasts, 
videos etc. In the Malaysian context, Dzulkifli (2012) asserts that multiliteracy involves the capacity to learn and 
to use all forms of visual and communication media and he suggests that one needs to assume multiple identities 
in order to cope with the waves of globalization and internationalization. In short, the graduates of today need to 
be multiliterate. 
  
According to Anstey & Bull (2006), a multiliterate person is a problem solver and strategic thinker who can 
interpret, use and produce live and paper texts that employ linguistic, visual, auditory, gestural and spatial 
semiotic systems for social, cultural, political, civic and economic purposes in socially and culturally diverse 
contexts. Much has been said about the Net Geners of the millennium who are conceived as the avatars of today’s 
multiliterate world. On the contrary, some scholars are against this notion. It has been highlighted that tension still 
exists amongst students when multiliteracies and multimodal-based teaching is integrated in classrooms (Powell, 
Alexander & Borton, 2013).  
 
Thus, the focus of this study is to probe into the digital capital of the Net Geners in a technical university in 
Malaysia. These Net Geners comprised of fourth-year mechanical engineering undergraduates who come from 
urban and non-urban backgrounds with varying levels of interest and motivation in the use of multimodal tools. 
 
1.1. Purpose of the Study 
This study was conducted to investigate the deployment of multimodal tools by final year Mechanical 
Engineering undergraduates taking the course, English for Professional Communication, at Universiti Teknikal 
Malaysia, Melaka (UTeM). The study also aims to identify the factors that affect the use of multimodal tools in 
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2. Review of Literature 
Born in the 1980’s and early 1990’s Net Geners who are also called millenials, Generation Y or MySpace 
generation have been raised in a world abound with electronic devices since infancy (Larry, Mark & Nancy, 
2010). They use a variety of media to communicate, collaborate and create, often in entirely digital spaces (Moje 
et al., 2008). According to Farber (2006), relationships, collaboration, speed and immediacy are the traits of this 
group of teenagers who have grown up multi-tasking. Communication in today’s virtual environment empowers 
the users by providing them access to tools which enable them to design, author and publish their own 
multimodal texts in,  for example,  blogs or wikis  (Hampel & Hauck 2006). Besides, with the steady growth of 
bandwidth, the mode of Web 2.0 interaction and the content generated are increasingly multimodal (Gadanidis, 
Hoogland & Hughes, 2008)). According to Khany & Boghayeri (2013), Web 2.0 includes tools that allow 
individuals to interact and collaborate effectively, publish content collectively as well as share images, audio and 
video files. It includes various applications like blogging (Amir, Ismail & Hussin, 2011), weblogs (Luca & 
McLoughlin, 2005), social networking (Conole & Culver, 2010), wikis (Ertmer, 2011), podcasts (Evans, 2007) 
and lots more. 
 
Studies in brain research, e.g. by Nandini (2005), state that the brain may actually be charged by repeated and 
prolonged exposure to stimuli of the same kind. Trojan et al., (2004) too refer to this phenomenon as 
‘adaptational neuroplasticity’. Based on the above researches, Mabrito & Medley (2008) stress on the possibility 
that Net Geners are literally wired and are different from the previous generations as their brains are shaped by 
life-long immersion in virtual spaces. This scenario is further reinforced by Miller (2010) who adds that if we pop 
into the rooms of teenagers around the world while they are doing their work, we can see music playing, multiple 
windows on laptops with various active chat sessions, Facebook and other social media apps running with 
occasional SMS conversations with friends.  
 
Alvermann (2008) elaborates that although they use multimodal tools like verbal, print, multimedia and visual 
modes simultaneously in their everyday lives, the opposite is often true in schools as they seem to interact 
primarily with print-based texts.  Literature in some studies suggests that many young learners today are lacking 
in motivation to engage with technology-based education (Lai & Gu, 2011). Boudreaux (2010) posits that 
assigning a compulsory online assignment might prove to be problematic for these students as some of them do 
not have a computer to work with. Powell, Alexander & Borton (2013) point out that a combination of various 
features of audio, video and print as well as the many different communicative modes like aural, oral, visual, etc 
are difficult task themselves and it can be frustrating for students who may view themselves as being unskilled 
with technology. 
 
Hampel & Hauck (2006) assert that new media is likely to pose affective challenges and varying degrees of 
motivation to certain groups of learners. An empirical study was conducted by Ava & Robles (2013).The study 
investigated the use of educational web tools as a technique to enhance students’ learning. The results of the study 
revealed that the students’ skills and the benefits they have experienced differ according to their attitudes towards 
the use of educational web tools in the subject. The effects of the technological change are also evident across the 
educational landscape of Malaysian Universities. In the Malaysian context, Jaafar et al (2010) evaluated the 
patterns of use and behavior of 92 tertiary level students towards the use of web 2.0 as an alternative and 
supplemental e-learning portal. Their research indicated that students use social websites for chatting, gaming and 
sharing files. They also pointed out that Facebook, You Tube and Wikipedia are the most popular websites used 
by college students. Their research also reveals that students greatly desire to express ideas and opinions online 
openly and independently.  
 
Thus, educators in the universities within the Malaysian educational climate are challenged to develop a better 
understanding of the multimodal tools frequently employed by the Net Geners which include multiple modes 
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such as text, speech, image, sound, music and video. It is vital that educators understand the new spaces that 
students inhabit and the implications for their learning. Undeniably, educators need to take appropriate measures 
to embrace teaching approaches that are aligned with the techno view and interest of their students, the 
beneficiaries of the education system.   
 
In this research web 2.0 technologies that include blogs, social networking sites, discussion boards, Google 
docs, LMS, chat tools, wikis, podcasts, Skype and desktop publishing programs are referred to as multimodal 
tools and the study investigates the extent to which the tools are deployed by the mechanical  engineering 
undergraduates. 
3. Methodology 
3.1 Design of the Study 
 
This study employed a mixed method research design integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches. 
The findings of the quantitative survey were analyzed together with the results of the qualitative procedure that 
involved focus group interviews. 
 
3.2 Samples of the Study 
 
Purposive sampling was used in the selection of samples. A total of 50 engineering undergraduates from the 
faculty of Mechanical Engineering participated in the study. The respondents were in their fourth year and in the 
final semester of their studies. They had completed three levels of English language courses in their previous 
semester, namely Foundation English, Technical Communication I and Technical Communication II. These 
undergraduates were enrolled in a course on English for Professional Communication which had been specially 
designed to develop their oral communication skills as well as to enhance their level of English literacy and 
workplace skills which would be beneficial to them at their future workplace.  
 
3.3 Research Instruments 
 
The research instruments included a questionnaire on background information and use of multimodal tools by 
Net Geners. The questionnaire comprises of two sections. The first section elicits information in relation to the 
undergraduates’ personal data, original locale, socio-economic status and level of ICT skills. The second section 
of the questionnaire is designed to retrieve information related to the use of multimodal tools by the 
undergraduates and their frequency in creating online content. They were required to provide the answers based 
on a given selection of choices. The quantitative data were then analyzed by calculating frequencies and 
percentages for each item. 
 
4. Findings and Discussion 
Quantitative data based on the questionnaire revealed that 90% of the undergraduates came from families of 
lower socio-economic status with a monthly gross income of less than RM3,000. In terms of ICT skills, 62% of 
the undergraduates reported that they have a fair level of ICT skills whereas 38% stated that they are good at 
using ICT. None of them claimed that they are poor or excellent at using ICT. As for portable devices, 96% of 
the undergraduates own a laptop, 84% cellphone, 54% game console, 50% music player like i-pod or equivalent, 
42% smart phone, 30% tablet computer, i-pad or equivalent and the least owned device is the video player with a 
percentage of 20%.  
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As for their preference with regards to the use of multimodal tools in their studies, 50% of them claimed that 
they prefer courses that used a moderate number of multimodal tools followed by 44% who prefer courses that 
used multimodal tools extensively. Another 6% of the respondents said that they like courses that used a minimal 
number of multimodal tools. Findings based on the respondents’ responses on the number of social networking 
friends that they have indicated that 62% of them have a range of 401-500 social networking friends followed by 
30% who have more than 500 friends. The others have less than 400 friends. This affirms that a majority of them 
have the affinity for a greater circle of friends. This finding concurs with the findings of Junco & Mastrodicasa 
(2007) who state that Net Generation students use the internet to communicate and that they maintain a close 
group of friends through instant messaging, social networking, chat and e-mail.  
 
Based on the information provided by the respondents in the second section of the questionnaire, it is evident 
that among the range of multimodal tools, the ones that are frequently deployed by the respondents are social 
networking sites, Google docs, chat tools, discussion board, blogs and Learning Management System. 100% of 
the respondents use social networking sites more than once a day. 88% of the respondents use Google docs or 
other Google apps more than once a day. This is followed by the deployment of chat tools by 78% of the 
respondents and discussion board by 76% for more than once in a day. Research by Chartrand (2012) reveals that 
these kinds of tools act as a form of expression, interaction, community-building and significantly raise students’ 
potential to generate meaningful output. It is also evident that Learning Management System is deployed by 68% 
of the respondents on a daily basis and another 32% on a weekly basis. Blogs are rated as a favorite among the 
respondents as a majority of them use it frequently on a daily basis as stated in the table below. 
 
Table 1: Frequently used multimodal tools   
 
 Create or 















Use chat tools 


















More than once a 
day 
10 (20%) 38 (76%) 44 (88%) 2 (4%) 50 (100%) 39 (78%) 
About once a day 11 (22%) 6 (12%) 6 (12%) 32 (64%) 0 (0%) 6 (12%) 
2 or 3 times a week 19 (38%) 5 (10%) 0 (0%) 14 (28%) 0 (0%) 3 (6%) 
Once a week 9 (18%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 
2 or 3 times a month 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Once a month 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
2 or 3 times a 
semester 
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Almost never 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
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Wikis, podcasts, audio and video, Desktop Publishing Programs, Skype and animations are least favored by 
the respondents. 90% of the respondents almost never created podcasts, animations and edit Desktop Publishing 
Programs. This is followed by Skype which was never used by 86%, audio and video 82% and wikis by 72% of 
the respondents as seen in Table 2.  
 
Table 2: Non-frequently used multimodal tools 
 
 Create or 
contribute to a 
wiki 





Use Skype Create 
animations 















More than once a 
day 
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
About once a day 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
2 or 3 times a week 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Once a week 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 
2 or 3 times a month 0 (0%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 1 (2%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 
Once a month 4 (8%) 1 (2%) 2 (4%) 1 (2%) 2 (4%) 3 (6%) 
2 or 3 times a 
semester 
10 (20%) 2 (4%) 6 (12%) 1 (2%) 4 (8%) 2 (4%) 
Almost never 36 (72%) 45 (90%) 41 (82%) 45 (90%) 43 (86%) 45 (90%) 
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Results based on the focused-group interviews held with the respondents confirm that the above mentioned 
activities are less utilized due to a combination of factors like lack of facilities, e.g. Skype was less utilized due to 
the instability of bandwidth. Some of the respondents expressed that they do not know how to use built-in 
security features. As for animations, wikis and podcasting the respondents mentioned that they do not have the 
necessity to use them and some expressed that they do not know how and where to use them. Some respondents 
also mentioned that these kinds of activities require a lot of time. The majority of the respondents state that they 
do not need to edit audio and video or Desktop Publishing Programs and thus do not indulge in these kinds of 
activities. Some others expressed that it would be interesting and exciting if they were exposed to such activities 
in the classroom as they could work in teams. 
 
The respondents commented that social networking sites are a favorite amongst them as they are able to share 
ideas, thoughts and videos. They also mentioned that it allows them to express themselves, gains confidence, 
becomes more popular, obtains the new and the latest knowledge as well as relieves their boredom. They also 
expressed that they feel very comfortable contributing to group discussions on matters like course topics via 
discussion boards. Some respondents mentioned that discussion boards allow them to contact their fellow 
classmates and instructors outside the class contact hours. They also seemed to be very comfortable with Google 
docs. They mentioned that they normally download documents and create documents. Some informed that it is 
very useful as the Google forms can be replicated and customized quickly. They also stressed that it is very 
convenient for them as they can assess the files anywhere with internet connection. 
5. Conclusion 
 This research has revealed the remarkable technological strengths and passions of the Net Geners or the so-
called avatars in deploying multimodal tools. Thus, instructors need to shift away from a teacher-dominated 
instructivist model of teaching to a more supportive, learner-centred approach. The Net Geners should be 
empowered, and given autonomy and independence so as to prepare them to take responsibility for their own 
learning outside the classroom and to help them to become lifelong and efficient learners in today’s multiliterate 
world.  
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